Alkosh

The book of the vision of Nahum the Elkoshite (Nahum 1:1)
By Constance Clark Gane
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T

he warm spring sun beat down on
our faces as we headed northeast
from the ancient city of Nineveh up
into the Alkosh or Baathera Mountains—hilly ﬂanks of the Zagros Mountains.1
The words of the prophet were ringing in our
ears:
Behold, on the mountains the feet of him who brings
good news, Who announces peace!2
To the west was the Kaly Behendoaya valley
through which a sparkling stream runs. Were
these the mountains where the
feet of the prophet Nahum had
walked in the mid 600s B.C.?
Was this where he had stood and
encouraged his people with these
words?
The LORD is good, A stronghold
in the day of trouble, And He
knows those who take refuge in
Him.3
Nahum, whose Hebrew name
means “comforts,” is only mentioned once in the entire Bible
(Nahum 1:1). We do not really
know where he lived and died. No
definitive identification of the local-

ity denoted by the designation “Elkoshite” can be
made. Several different traditions claim a connection to the prophet which places the prophet’s
burial place in Iraq or Israel. 4 A group of Jews in
Iraq believed that his tomb was there at the village of Alkosh.5
Far from our own home, we approached the village of Alkosh with a sense of intense emotion.
Here a lonely prophet—far from his home, far
from his people, far from his beloved temple—
was believed to have spoken words of comfort
to the few who would listen. We entered the
mountain village where the stone
buildings were clustered against
the sides of the hills. As we came
closer, we were shocked to see the
rubble, the destruction, the chaos
of a broken village. It was immediately evident that this small
village had been caught in the
middle of a long struggle. Homes
were blown apart. Some were still
partially inhabitable, but others
were completely destroyed.

A street in the village of Alkosh.

We moved on, entering narrow
streets and weaving our way
around the debris. Children
playing in the streets looked up in
shocked surprise as we passed by.
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Dogs barked, donkeys brayed,
and people moved about in a
comfortable way of life as usual. Courtyards with lush green
grapevine-covered arbors stood
amidst the broken homes, creating a peaceful shade. Pomegranate trees were in bloom, their brilliant reddish-orange blossoms in
stark contrast to the limestone
buildings and azure blue sky.

the tomb, a jolly Chaldean woman entered through the broken
door. She swept her hand across
the room and then brought it to
her ample bosom to indicate that
she was caring for the place. Her
eyes danced as she gave an explanation in Aramaic. My husband
Roy drew closer to her, trying to
understand bits and pieces of the
language. Of course, she couldn’t
understand his classical Aramaic,
but we all understood the sanctity of the place and the love with
which this woman and her husband still cared for this broken
house of worship.

Our friends led us to the center of
town. I cannot express the emotions that swept over all of us as
we stood there and looked at the
The syangogue entrance from the street.
synagogue. It too had not escaped
the mortar shells. Here in the Zagros Mountains
overlooking the plains of Assyria where the imShe was a Chaldean, a Christian, as are all Chalpregnable capital cities of Ashur, Nimrud, Khordeans. Alkosh is one of many Chaldean villages
sabad, and Nineveh had once stood proud and
in this part of Iraq. These Christians trace their
magnificent in their glory, wonder, and splendor, a
heritage back to the descendents of the ancient
prophet was believed to have lived and preached,
Babylonians.6 In the biblical text the Chaldeans
comforted his people, and died.
are referred to in Hebrew as Kásdîm, with the
most famous Chaldean in the biblical text beInside we silently waited while our eyes grew
ing Nebuchadnezzar II (604-562 B.C.), king of
accustomed to the dark shadBabylon.7 While Nebuchadows of the synagogue. Gradunezzar’s own language would
ally, the cloth-covered tomb
have been Babylonian, Araof Nahum came into focus in
maic would have been used
the middle of the large room.
in court and was the lingua
The green and the crimson red
franca of the ancient near east
of the covering belied neglect.
from the eighth century B.C.
Someone had lovingly sown
into the Roman period. Sevthe cloth and placed it here.
eral portions of the Bible are
But who? There were no Jews
written in Aramaic.8 It is the
still living here. To preserve
modern version of this ancient
its sanctity, the tomb was surlanguage that is still spoken by
rounded by an iron fence and
the Chaldean Christians tothe area had been swept as
day.
clean as possible under the cirThe tomb of the prophet Nahum.
cumstances. As we stood before
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Inside the synagogue, rays of
set off to the side in the courtyard
sunlight streaming through gaps
was the tomb of Sarah, the sister
in the roof fell across the arched
of the prophet Nahum.
chambers and onto the swept
ﬂoor. To our amazement, HeWho were the Jews who had
brew texts of scripture carved in
lived and worshiped here? When
square blocks of stone set into
did they come and why did they
the plastered walls were still inleave? Were they descendants of
the Jews who were brought here
tact. The paroket still hung, limply and somewhat torn, across the
by the great Assyrian kings, Tiglath-Pileser III or Sargon II who
ark where the torah would have
been kept. In my mind I could
took Samaria in the 700s B.C.?
see the rabbi gently removing the
Were they Jews who had traveled
torah from its place and opening
by foot over the Fertile Crescent
its sacred pages to the Sabbath
with Daniel and his friends when
scripture. I could hear the chant- Ark with the paroket vail. This is where the the mighty Babylonian king NeTorah would have been stored.
buchadnezzar II had taken them
ing of the text and the hearty
response of the congregation. A brass lamp still
from Jerusalem in 604 B.C.? Tradition has it that
hanging from the ceiling would have ﬂickered its
the first Jews were brought by the Assyrians and
warm glow across the shadows of the service. An
resettled in this region during the era of mass deportations.
offering box was in place for collecting the gifts of
the worshippers.
From both the sacred Scriptures and from nonTiny rooms and others not so small were built
biblical sources we know that for centuries the
into the stone walls surrounding
Jews in Mesopotamia lived
among the Assyrians, Babylothe large courtyard connected to
nians, and Persians. Continuing
the synagogue. Some still had
their doors hanging on rusty
on into the Common Era, Arab
hinges, while others no longer had
Muslims, Chaldean Christians,
any door at all. Did people once
Assyrian Christians, Jews, Kurds,
and the Yazidi, as well as other
live here? Were these workrooms
ethnic and religious groups, have
or classrooms? Ancient knurled
trees bent over the grounds and
lived together in Iraq. However,
between 1950 and 1952 some
the stone wall. These must have
once sheltered children as they
120,000 to 130,000 Iraqi Jews
made Aliya to Israel. By the late
played in the sunshine during
social gatherings or while adults
1990s only about sixty Jews reprayed. As we stood there, a bleatmained in Baghdad. So when did
the Jews of Alkosh leave? If we
ing ﬂock of sheep moved across
the courtyard searching for stray
understood the villagers correctly,
Hebrew inscription in the synagogue.
they said that the Jews left somewisps of grass. We were told that
the small, free-standing building
time between the late 1940s and
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the early 1950s. When
they did, they left behind
a community of Chaldean Christians who still
respect their synagogue
and the tomb of the great
prophet Nahum.

1The following experience took place
in the spring of 1989.
2 Nahum 1:15.
3 Nahum 1:7.
4 Nestorius, Patriarch of Constantinople from 428-431 A.D., associated a “tomb of Nahum” with Alkosh
in Iraq. However, in his prologue to
his commentary on Nahum, Jerome
(340-420 A.D.) mentions that Nahum was from the village of Elcesi
(identified as el-Qauze, west of Tibnin) in Galilee. Another suggested loAs it came time to leave,
cation is Capernaum (Kaper Nahum,
“Village of Nahum”) supported by
we lingered, not wanting
A.W. Knobel and F. Hitzig. Finally, a
this experience to end. So
Rooms surrounding the courtyard of the synagogue.
Judean Elkesi (“yonder”), located south
of Eleutheropolis or Bet Guvrin, is a tramuch sacred and secular
dition recorded by Pseudo-Epiphanius
history had taken place in this small mountain
(De Vitis Prophetarum). Encyclopaedia Judaica, Volume 12 MIN-O, Encyclopaedia Judaica, Jerusalem, 1971, pp. 793-795.
village. “The Lord who is slow to anger, and great
5 Variants of the name Alkosh are Al-kosh, Elkosh, Elqosh, El-Qosh, and
9
El-Qush.
in power” had been preached in this place, and
6 There are over a million Chaldean Christians in the world. Most of
for millennia there had been those who had been
them still live in Iraq.
7 Jeremiah 32:38.
listening and carrying on the tradition of an an8 Genesis 31:17 (2 words); Ezra 4:8-6:18; 7:12-26; Jeremiah 10:11; and
cient people far from their homeland.
Daniel 2:4b-7:28.
9 Nahum 1:3.

The collapsed roof from inside the synagogue.

The tomb of Sarah, sister of the prophet Nahum.

The Chaldean Christian woman who kept the place.
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